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Abstract
This study aimed to examine the place, functions, and characteristics of picturebooks in Philosophy for/with Children (P4wC) and to

explain their capacity to promote questioning, philosophical dialogue, reasoning, conceptualization, imagination, interpretation, and
participation in a community of inquiry. This study was conducted as a systematic review with an analytical-interpretive approach. The
study population comprised Persian and English scholarly sources addressing picturebooks, children’s literature, visual narratives, and
their use in P4wC. The initial search identified 186 potentially relevant sources. After removing 47 duplicates and screening titles,
abstracts, and full texts, 42 sources meeting the inclusion criteria were retained as the final sample. Data were collected using a researcher-
developed extraction form and analyzed through qualitative thematic analysis using a combined inductive—deductive approach. Thematic
analysis showed that the most prominent function of picturebooks was stimulating questioning and generating philosophical problems,
identified in 36 sources (85.7%). Facilitating dialogue and the community of inquiry appeared in 34 sources (81.0%), developing reasoning
and critical thinking in 31 sources (73.8%), strengthening philosophical conceptualization in 29 sources (69.0%), and promoting
imagination and creative thinking in 27 sources (64.3%). Multilayered interpretation of text—image relationships was identified in 25
sources (59.5%), affective and caring dimensions in 24 sources (57.1%), and increased accessibility and participation in 21 sources
(50.0%). The most important characteristics of philosophically productive picturebooks included open-ended problems, ambiguity and
polysemy, conceptual richness, productive text—image interaction, and relevance to children’s lived experiences. Picturebooks should be
regarded as a central pedagogical medium in P4wC because they provide an effective context for philosophical inquiry, collaborative
dialogue, reasoning, interpretation, and collective meaning-making; their effectiveness depends on selecting open, multilayered works
and using non-directive facilitation.

Keywords: Picturebooks, Philosophy for/with Children, P4wC, community of inquiry, critical thinking, philosophical dialogue, visual literacy.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Philosophy for/with Children (P4wC) has developed as an educational approach that seeks to cultivate
children’s capacity for questioning, reasoning, conceptual inquiry, dialogue, and reflective judgment. Rather
than treating children as passive recipients of predetermined knowledge, P4wC recognizes them as participants
capable of engaging with fundamental questions about truth, justice, identity, freedom, friendship,
responsibility, and human experience. This orientation is consistent with broader philosophical traditions in
which philosophy is understood not as the possession of final answers, but as an activity grounded in
questioning, doubt, argumentation, and conceptual examination (Russell, 1912). It also resonates with
experiential approaches to education in which learning emerges through active engagement, reflection,
interaction, and meaning-making (Dewey, 2025). Within this framework, the classroom is transformed from
a site of information transmission into a dialogical space in which children collaboratively investigate problems
that are meaningful to them.

The work of Matthew Lipman and his colleagues has been central to the development of P4wC. Lipman
conceptualized the classroom as a “community of inquiry,” in which students listen to one another, formulate
questions, provide reasons, examine assumptions, test alternatives, and revise their views in response to better
arguments (Lipman, 2021). This model is based on the premise that good thinking is multidimensional and
includes critical, creative, and caring dimensions (Lipman et al., 2023). Philosophical activity in the classroom
is therefore not limited to formal logic or the acquisition of philosophical terminology; rather, it involves
participation in a shared process of inquiry in which concepts are examined and meanings are negotiated
(Lipman et al., 2016). The intellectual development of this approach also reflects a broader concern with
reconstructing education around reasoning, dialogue, and reflective judgment (Lipman & Moriyon, 2012).
More recent formulations continue to emphasize the importance of thinking skills, conceptual clarification,

and collaborative inquiry as core elements of philosophical education for children (Lipman, 2023).



The community of inquiry is one of the defining features of PAwC. It requires a classroom culture in which
children are encouraged to speak, listen, disagree respectfully, justify claims, and remain open to revising their
positions (Splitter & Sharp, 2022). Such inquiry does not necessarily follow a fixed linear sequence; it may
develop in multiple directions as participants respond to one another and pursue emerging conceptual problems
(Kennedy, 2012). This understanding also reflects the philosophy of childhood, which treats children’s
questions and reflections as philosophically significant rather than as incomplete versions of adult thought
(Kennedy, 2023). Research and documented dialogues with children have shown that young participants can
move from everyday experiences to complex questions concerning reality, identity, time, mind, and value
when they are provided with an appropriate dialogical context (Matthews, 2022a, 2022b).

A central practical question in P4wC concerns the selection of stimuli capable of initiating genuine
philosophical inquiry. Direct teacher questioning can sometimes limit inquiry by implicitly suggesting that
there is a preferred or predetermined answer. For this reason, stories, children’s literature, and especially
picturebooks have increasingly been used as philosophical stimuli. Children’s literature provides access to
conflicts, relationships, fears, hopes, choices, and moral tensions in forms that are closely connected to
children’s imaginative and experiential worlds (Norton & Norton, 2003). At the same time, contemporary
children’s literature studies emphasize that such texts are not merely instructional tools but complex cultural
artifacts that involve questions of identity, representation, power, values, and childhood itself (Grenby &
Reynolds, 2020; Hunt, 2021). Within literacy and reading-promotion contexts, children’s books are also
recognized as significant resources for cultural development, interpretive engagement, and the formation of
reading practices (Ghazal Ayagh, 2024).

Picturebooks are especially important because meaning in them is constructed through the interaction of verbal
and visual modes. A picturebook is not simply an illustrated verbal text; rather, image, text, sequencing, layout,
visual perspective, and narrative gaps function together to create meaning (Tarahandeh, 2018). Studies of
children’s book illustration similarly show that images have developed from decorative additions into active
narrative and interpretive components (Ghaeni, 2011). The relationship between text and image can be
symmetrical, complementary, expansive, contradictory, or deliberately ambiguous, and these relations require
the reader to integrate multiple modes of meaning-making (Nikolajeva, 2018; Nikolajeva & Scott, 2021).
Such multimodality makes picturebooks particularly suitable for inquiry because readers must interpret, infer,
compare, and reconcile information across verbal and visual systems.

Semiotic and visual-literacy perspectives further explain this potential. Images operate through systems of
signs, conventions, composition, perspective, salience, and symbolic relations, rather than simply reproducing
reality (Chandler, 2023; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2009). Images may convey information that the verbal text
omits, complicates, or even contradicts (Nodelman, 2009). Consequently, picturebook reading is an active

interpretive process in which readers generate meaning by moving between visual and verbal evidence (Sipe,



2009). The visual mode itself also carries aesthetic and expressive value and can function as a language with
its own structure and interpretive possibilities (Lundy Kova, 2018; Shiva, 2009).

These characteristics make picturebooks especially compatible with philosophical inquiry. Ambiguity,
narrative gaps, conflicting perspectives, and multiple possible interpretations can provoke children to ask
questions, construct hypotheses, compare evidence, and defend their interpretations. Murris argues that
picturebooks can function as open philosophical texts that support plural interpretations and shared inquiry
rather than the delivery of fixed meanings (Murris, 2016b). A broader posthuman perspective further suggests
that meaning in philosophy with picturebooks emerges through the interaction of children, adults, texts,
images, bodies, spaces, and material environments (Murris, 2016a). Research on the use of picturebooks for
critical thinking similarly indicates that they can support questioning, argumentation, the examination of
assumptions, and the consideration of alternatives (Roche, 2015). These functions are closely aligned with
classroom approaches to critical thinking that emphasize the evaluation of claims, reasons, and evidence (Van
den Brink-Budgen, 2023).

Children’s literature can also provide access to major philosophical concepts without reducing inquiry to
abstract definitions. Stories can create contexts for exploring justice, courage, freedom, friendship, identity,
truth, and responsibility (Wartenberg, 2018). In practical classroom settings, open-ended questioning and
careful facilitation can transform a story into a starting point for philosophical investigation (Wartenberg,
2019). More recent work has further emphasized the idea of “thinking through stories,” in which picturebooks
become resources for converting narrative experience into philosophical problems (Wartenberg, 2023). Cam
likewise highlights the importance of using picturebooks to generate questions, distinctions, examples,
counterexamples, and conceptual exploration (Cam, 2019), and stresses that philosophical tools must be
integrated with inquiry-based teaching if classroom dialogue is to move beyond opinion-sharing toward
disciplined thinking (Cam, 2024). The social dimension of thinking is also central, as collaborative inquiry
allows children to refine their ideas through interaction with others (Cam, 2025).

Picturebooks can additionally support imagination, perspective-taking, and caring thinking. Works such as
Where the Wild Things Are create spaces for considering imagination, emotion, freedom, and the boundaries
between fantasy and reality (Sendak, 2022). Rosie’s Walk demonstrates how visual information can create a
gap between what a character knows and what the reader knows, opening questions about perception,
knowledge, intention, and consequence (Hutchins, 2022). Voices in the Park demonstrates the philosophical
potential of multiple perspectives and competing interpretations of the same event (Browne, 2020), while
Frog and the Stranger can stimulate discussion about prejudice, difference, trust, and relationships with others
(Velthuijs, 2023). Wordless picturebooks are particularly significant because they reduce dependence on
written language and invite children to construct narratives from visual evidence, supporting inference,

prediction, and interpretation (Zangi & Ghesmati Motlagh, 2018). This may also increase access to



philosophical dialogue for preschool children and children whose reading skills are still developing
(Nikolidaki, 2025).

The aesthetic dimension of picturebooks is also relevant to philosophical inquiry. Visual form, style,
composition, and sensory experience can contribute to aesthetic literacy in early childhood (Campagnaro,
2022), while the broader conception of art as experience suggests that aesthetic engagement is inseparable
from perception, emotion, and reflection (Dewey, 2025). Furthermore, the use of picturebooks can help
redistribute interpretive authority in the classroom. When teachers do not treat the book as a vehicle for a
predetermined moral lesson, children are more able to offer their own questions and interpretations (Haynes
& Murris, 2009). Contemporary work in philosophy in education similarly stresses shared inquiry and the
epistemic value of children’s voices (Morehouse & Burrows, 2024), as well as the need to recognize children
as already capable of philosophical thought (Morehouse, 2023). In the Iranian context, scholarship on the
history, foundations, and implementation of PAwC has likewise emphasized the importance of facilitation,
cultural context, and appropriate learning materials (Naji & Rasani, 2020). Accordingly, the present study
aimed to examine and explain the place, functions, and characteristics of picturebooks in the P4wC program,
with particular attention to their contribution to questioning, dialogue, reasoning, conceptualization,
imagination, interpretation, and participation in the community of inquiry.

Methods and Materials

This study was designed as a systematic review with an analytical-interpretive orientation. The study
population consisted of scholarly articles, theoretical papers, book chapters, specialized books, dissertations,
theses, and academic research reports addressing the use of picturebooks, visual narratives, children’s
literature, and story-based stimuli in Philosophy for/with Children. A structured search process was conducted
across relevant Persian and English academic sources. In the initial stage, 186 potentially relevant records were
identified. After removing 47 duplicate records, 139 sources remained for title and abstract screening. Seventy-
one records were excluded at this stage because they did not directly address picturebooks, lacked a clear
relationship with P4AwC, focused exclusively on general literacy or language education, or did not contain
sufficiently relevant analytical content. The full texts of 68 remaining records were assessed, and 42 sources
ultimately met the inclusion criteria and formed the final review sample.

The data collection tool was a researcher-developed extraction form designed to systematically record
bibliographic, methodological, conceptual, and interpretive information from each included source. The form
captured the type of publication, age group, educational context, type of picturebook or visual stimulus, mode
of use within the community of inquiry, functions of text-image interaction, forms of children’s participation,
cognitive and philosophical outcomes, and reported limitations. Particular attention was given to questioning,
reasoning, conceptualization, critical thinking, creative thinking, caring thinking, interpretation, empathy,

participation, visual meaning-making, ambiguity, open-endedness, and text-image tension.



The extracted data were analyzed using qualitative thematic analysis through a combined inductive—deductive
procedure. Relevant meaning units were identified in each source and coded according to their relationship
with the role, function, characteristics, or use of picturebooks in PAwC. Initial codes were compared across
studies and grouped into broader conceptual categories. These categories were subsequently refined into major
themes. Theoretical concepts associated with P4AwC, including the community of inquiry, critical, creative, and
caring thinking, conceptual inquiry, reasoning, dialogue, and collaborative meaning-making, were used as
sensitizing concepts during the interpretive phase. Frequencies were also calculated to indicate how many of
the 42 reviewed sources referred to each major theme or characteristic.

Findings

The descriptive analysis of the 42 included sources indicated increasing scholarly attention to picturebooks in
PAwC, particularly in more recent years. Fifteen sources, representing 35.7% of the sample, were published
from 2021 onward, and a further 12 sources, or 28.6%, were published between 2016 and 2020. Together,
64.3% of the reviewed literature was published from 2016 onward. Empirical research articles constituted the
largest source category, with 19 studies (45.2%), followed by theoretical-analytical papers with 11 sources
(26.2%), specialized books or book chapters with 7 sources (16.7%), and dissertations, theses, or academic
research reports with 5 sources (11.9%). Qualitative studies were the most common methodological approach,
accounting for 20 sources (47.6%), followed by conceptual or theoretical studies (21.4%), quantitative studies
(16.7%), and mixed-methods studies (14.3%).

The primary school years were the most frequently represented age group, with 23 sources (54.8%), followed
by preschool children in 8 sources (19.0%). Most studies were conducted in school or classroom settings
(57.1%), while others involved workshops, community-of-inquiry settings outside the formal classroom,
cultural centers, libraries, or theoretical analyses without direct implementation. Narrative picturebooks were
the most commonly used stimulus, appearing in 27 sources (64.3%), while wordless or minimally verbal
picturebooks appeared in 6 sources (14.3%).

The thematic analysis identified eight major functions of picturebooks in P4wC. The most frequent theme was
the stimulation of questioning and the creation of philosophical problems, identified in 36 of the 42 sources
(85.7%). The second most common function was facilitating dialogue and the community of inquiry, identified
in 34 sources (81.0%). The development of reasoning and critical thinking appeared in 31 sources (73.8%),
while conceptualization and philosophical thinking were identified in 29 sources (69.0%). Twenty-seven
sources (64.3%) emphasized imagination and creative thinking, and 25 sources (59.5%) highlighted
multilayered interpretation arising from text-image interaction. Affective, ethical, and caring dimensions were
identified in 24 sources (57.1%), and 21 sources (50.0%) emphasized increased accessibility and participation,
particularly for younger children or children with less-developed reading skills.

The analysis also identified the characteristics most frequently associated with philosophically productive

picturebooks. The most common characteristic was the presence of an open question or problem, reported in



33 sources (78.6%). Ambiguity and polysemy were identified in 30 sources (71.4%), philosophical and
conceptual richness in 29 sources (69.0%), and a productive relationship between text and image in 28 sources
(66.7%). Relevance to children’s lived experience and developmental level was identified in 27 sources
(64.3%), while 25 sources (59.5%) emphasized the importance of avoiding direct moralizing or predetermined
messages. Conflict, choice, and decision-making situations were identified in 24 sources (57.1%), the quality
and interpretive richness of illustrations in 23 sources (54.8%), and the capacity to connect with multiple
conceptual domains in 22 sources (52.4%). Finally, 18 sources (42.9%) emphasized the importance of
picturebooks that allow meaningful participation without complete dependence on verbal text.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that picturebooks occupy a central rather than peripheral position in P4AwC. Their
principal value lies not in simplifying philosophical content for children, but in creating conditions under which
philosophical inquiry can emerge. The high frequency of questioning and problem generation indicates that
the most significant contribution of picturebooks is their capacity to present children with situations that are
incomplete, ambiguous, conflictual, or open to more than one interpretation. Such situations transform the
book from a source of information into a stimulus for inquiry. Children are not merely asked to recall what
happened in a story; they are invited to decide what the events mean, whether characters acted fairly, what
alternatives were possible, and how competing interpretations can be justified.

The strong emphasis on dialogue and the community of inquiry further indicates that picturebooks function as
shared interpretive objects. Because all participants engage with the same narrative and visual material, they
possess a common point of reference while still being able to construct different interpretations. This
combination of shared evidence and divergent meaning is particularly productive for philosophical dialogue.
It allows children to compare perspectives, request reasons, identify disagreement, and revise their own
interpretations in response to others. In this respect, picturebooks support the social architecture of
philosophical inquiry as much as its cognitive dimensions.

The prominence of reasoning, critical thinking, and conceptualization also shows that picturebook-based
philosophical activity extends beyond discussion or literary appreciation. When children justify interpretations,
distinguish between similar concepts, evaluate characters’ actions, or examine the implications of a claim, they
engage in forms of reasoning central to philosophy. The findings suggest that stories provide a concrete entry
point into abstract concepts, enabling children to move from specific narrative events toward broader questions
concerning justice, identity, truth, freedom, friendship, and responsibility. This movement from experience to
concept is one of the most important educational functions of picturebooks in P4wC.

The results also highlight the importance of imagination and visual interpretation. Philosophical inquiry is
often mistakenly associated only with analytical reasoning, but the present findings show that imaginative

variation is equally important. Picturebooks allow children to imagine alternative endings, different

perspectives, counterfactual situations, and possible consequences. At the same time, text-image gaps and



tensions encourage close observation and interpretive flexibility. In many cases, the philosophical potential of
a picturebook resides precisely in what is not explicitly stated. Children must infer intentions, explain visual
details, reconcile contradictory cues, and decide among several plausible interpretations.

Another important finding concerns affective and caring dimensions. Picturebooks often place children in
contact with experiences that differ from their own, including loneliness, exclusion, fear, injustice, difference,
friendship, and conflict. This can expand philosophical inquiry beyond abstract judgment by incorporating
empathy, perspective-taking, and sensitivity to others. The results therefore support a multidimensional
understanding of philosophical thinking in which reasoning, imagination, and care are mutually reinforcing
rather than separate educational goals.

The findings concerning accessibility are particularly significant for early childhood education. Because visual
narratives reduce dependence on advanced literacy skills, picturebooks can broaden participation in
philosophical inquiry. Wordless and minimally verbal books may be especially valuable because they invite
children to construct meaning rather than decode a fixed verbal message. This provides younger children and
less confident readers with alternative pathways into dialogue and may help create more inclusive communities
of inquiry.

The analysis of book-selection criteria indicates that not every picturebook is equally suitable for PAwC. The
strongest materials are not necessarily those with explicit philosophical themes, but those that preserve
interpretive openness. Open problems, ambiguity, multiple meanings, narrative tensions, and rich text-image
relationships appear to be more important than overt moral or philosophical labeling. Books that provide a
clear lesson or closed conclusion may reduce opportunities for inquiry because they implicitly define what
children are expected to think. In contrast, texts that leave room for uncertainty allow children to construct and
defend their own interpretations.

Overall, the findings suggest that picturebooks can be understood in three interrelated ways within P4AwC: as
philosophical stimuli, as shared objects of inquiry, and as interpretive environments. As philosophical stimuli,
they generate questions and conceptual tensions. As shared objects of inquiry, they support collective dialogue
and reasoning. As interpretive environments, they allow children to construct meaning through the interaction
of words, images, imagination, and social exchange. Their effectiveness, however, depends on careful selection
and skilled facilitation. Picturebooks are most philosophically productive when facilitators resist imposing
predetermined interpretations, encourage children to generate their own questions, and use follow-up prompts
to deepen reasoning without controlling the direction of inquiry. On this basis, picturebooks should be regarded
as a substantive pedagogical component of PAwC and as a particularly effective medium for integrating visual
literacy, narrative experience, philosophical reasoning, creativity, and collaborative dialogue in early and

primary education.
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